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Abstract: Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCSs) have been widely part of the educational
landscape since 2012. Over the last decade, they have seen, on the one hand, a massive
development associated with the emergence of platforms such as Coursera, edX, Udemy or
FutureLearn. Still, at the same time, it has become clear that they cannot be considered as a
substitute for traditional formal university education. At the Department of Information Studies
and Library Science at Masaryk University, MOOCs are offered to students as part of a
particular course in which they receive support and feedback. The learning is also linked to
credits, which increases students' motivation to complete the course. The research will work
with data from questionnaires in the first week and at the end of the course (n=18). The research
will offer insights for running other similar courses based on the data. University support in
terms of motivation and a sense of security is crucial. Students show high completion rates if
they study the course as part of their curriculum. On the other hand, they name their inability
to work well with time and organise their tasks as a significant barrier.

Keywords: MOOC; time management; tutoring; design process; university education;
curriculum

1. Introduction

Defining a MOOC takes work. Baggaley (2013) argues that it is a transformation of traditional
distance education courses only in a more straightforward and more impersonal form - no
teachers, no fees and many students in one course, which is also adapted to the methods of
working with them. His overall view of the MOOC phenomenon is very sceptical. Zemsky
(2014) faults them for being too atomistic and having little interconnectedness. Veletsianos and
Shepherdson (2015) emphasise MOOCs’ dynamic and open nature compared to other forms of
education, while Hew and Cheung (2014) see MOOCs as a form of a relaxed e-learning
environment. Badali et al. (2022) no longer define MOOCs and understand them as a type of

learning implemented on specific e-learning platforms.

In general, it can be argued that more than 90% of those enrolled never complete the course
(Eriksson et al., 2017; Narayanasamy & El¢i, 2020), but it depends on the specific metrics used

to measure learning failure as well as the MOOC definition itself. Henderikx et al. (2017) even
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put the failure rate between 90-98%. For example, this extreme value is consistent with the
findings of Belanger and Thornton (2013) from Duke University, where the success rate was
only 2%. As Cheng et al. (2022) state, exploring high dropout rates is one of the important
research topics in the design of MOOCs. According to Badali et al. (2022), the retention rate of
MOOC:s is between 3% and 15% (Deshpande & Chukhlomin, 2017; Liyanagunawardena et al.,
2013).

There may be several reasons for failure to study. On the one hand, the educational institution
fails to meet the student's requirements (poor student performance). On the other hand, there
can be a wide range of motivations for students not to complete the course, as their motivation
Is not the certificate but, for example, specific knowledge, experience or gain of specific
information (Henderikx et al., 2017). However, a lack of motivation can also be a reason (Moor
& Blackon, 2022; Maya-Jariego et al., 2020). This study also highlights that self-dropout is not
a relevant metric of course success or quality, which should lead to attention to studying
different learning pathways and motivations. Rather than tracking learner-independent metrics,
a learner-centred design approach should be the focus of practical learning design. At the same
time, the study indicates that interactivity and student engagement in the learning process are

among the essential elements leading to retention.

As noted above, some approaches strongly link MOOCs with the platforms to run them.
Specific studies of both empirical and theoretical kinds are then also often linked directly to
them - examples include Coursera (Bates, 2019; Young, 2012; Knox et al., 2012), edX (Liang
et al., 2016; Ferschke et al., 2015) or FutureLearn (Rizvi et al., 2020). The different platforms
differ in their course design, the structuring of the learning environment and the actual
interactions (Reutemann, 2016; Purkayastha & Sinha, 2021).

The underlying theoretical basis for the design of MOOC courses is connectivism (Downes,
2019; Boyatt et al., 2014), which is characterised by emphasising the role of the independent
learner as part of a community that is dynamic and distant (Bell, 2011; Tschofen & Mackness,
2012). However, the theory has many critics (Baggaley, 2013). The whole concept of MOOCs
can also face criticism, especially in the context of questionable openness (Wilery, 2007), but
also value orientation (Bali & Sharma, 2017; Knox, 2016) or just inadequate interest and
fashion (Collin & Saffari, 2015; Oswal, 2017).

The studies mentioned above suggest that specific learning competencies are needed for MOOC

learning (Yu et al., 2017; Mee et al., 2018), often associated with the ability for self-regulated
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or self-directed learning (Zhu et al., 2021; Albelbisi & Yusop, 2019). Our study will aim to
analyse a pedagogical intervention that led to significant learning success in MOOCs for

university students.

2. Methodology

The research study is seen as a case study. It is based on data analysis from a questionnaire
created in Google Forms, which students filled in during the first two weeks of the study at the
end of it (they are almost identical questionnaires). The study mainly compares the changes that
occurred in the students. Thus, it does not view the data primarily quantitatively but as part of

a broader qualitatively oriented whole.

The questionnaire was presented as voluntary but recommended, and strict anonymity was
maintained during data processing. Thus, research does not compare the shifts of individual

students during the semester but only observes the population’s behaviour as a whole.
Research questions:

1. With what expectations do students start a MOOC course?

2. How do their feelings change during their studies?

3. What type of support do they need during the MOOC?

2.1. Course design

The course is taught in English under ISKM61 MOOC: learning online. It aims to support
students in acquiring the skills needed to work independently with MOOCs. Conventional
learning strategies and practices do not lead to successful progression through the course in the

long term.

The study was divided into two parts. In the first, students had a choice of five short (3-5 weeks)
MOOC:s focused on general study skills or general competencies. These courses were chosen
as relatively more accessible to support students' language and study competencies. The

students chose this second course according to their preferences.

Each week, students had to write a short reflective journal in which they had to answer the

following questions:
— What are you feeling?

— What did you learn?
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— What progress have you made?
—  What problems are you solving?

The diary aimed to support the reflective component of the learning process and, at the same
time to keep a record of the learning process. Students were assigned a tutor who gave feedback
on their entries each week or tried to advise or help them. Besides, there was an initial, interim

and final meeting of the students and a group discussion.

The design of the course was systematic development of study competencies so that the
graduates of the course could study on their own in the future without a tutor and social support.
At the same time, research systematically tried to work to keep the study failure rate as low as
possible. In designing the course, | have reflected on the findings that have shaped the various

professional studies.

2.2. Research sample

A total of 20 students were enrolled in the course, of which 18 completed the initial
questionnaire. Eighteen students also completed the course and consented to their responses to
be used in the research. Two students have yet to respond to the initial consultation or submit a
single entry in the electronic diary. Four students were international students, and 13 were LIS
students. Nine identified as female, eight as male, and one student did not gender-identify. Our
research takes the form of small-scale research (Munn & Drever, 1990; Layder, 2012), which

does not consider a barrier given the nature of the sample.

The language barrier is often cited as one of the barriers to study. The attached graph (Figure
1) shows that most students were at the B2 level. Four students were admitted to a lower level.
The current courses seem structured so that the B2 level is sufficient for learning. In the
European university environment, this finding indicates that using MOOC:s as part of university
education is possible even where a substantial proportion of students still need to develop
language competencies. MOOCSs are a form of internationalisation in a broader sense (Badali
et al., 2022; Troncarelli & Villarini, 2017).
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Rate your level of English:
18 odpovédi

® A0
® A1

A2
@ B1
@® B2
@ C1
@ C2

@ Native speaker / Professional

Figure 1: Students' self-assessment of language competence (n=18), according to the European

Framework of Reference for Languages.

Regarding the previous experience with MOOQOCs, the research has worked with a relatively
heterogeneous group. Some students reported that MOOCs were a familiar way of learning for
them, some had experience with specific forms (Google Garage or courses at their home
university) or had yet to complete the courses, but for most students, it was a new experience.

3. Results

The results will be structured according to the research questions. At the same time, given that
our research is conceived as small-scale research, it will work with a broader qualitative and

interpretive base connected with the knowledge of the context in which the research took place.

3.1. With what expectations do students start a MOOC course?

The specifics of the university course must frame the answer to this question. The motivation
for credits and the university’s internal regulations are evident in its case. Students have to
complete the courses, and the condition for completing the ISKM61 MOOC: learning online
was to study the MOOC. For some students, it was an optional course. For some, it was a

compulsory course.

The first question was what students think when they hear the word MOOC. Findings were
aware that, on the one hand, it is a difficult-to-define phenomenon. On the other hand, it is a

socially known and discussed topic.

Students' perceptions of MOOC:s are positive:
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"They are online courses that are generally open to everybody. They enable people
worldwide to attend classes and learn skills in fields that would not be otherwise

possible for them."
They are fantastic tool for learning.

"MOOCs are very popular. | tried several during my studies and have mixed feelings
about them. I like that I can organise my studying, but | need more motivation to finish
the courses. | am also worried about whether | can learn more complicated issues

through these courses."

"I think it is a good opportunity to learn for those with reduced conditions regarding
their free time or ability to travel to school."

At the same time, the last two answers also clearly show a particular concern of the students
about whether they will be able to cope with the study and whether it will be associated with
any other problems. From the interviews with the students during the first meeting, this concern
was partly offset by the fact that they had enrolled in a university course that could help them

with any problems.

The second question was aimed directly at student motivation. In the previous answer, some
students defined MOOCs as a tool to learn whatever they enjoy or as a means to achieve
learning freedom. The question "Why do you want to study MOOC courses? What do you want

to learn in them?" aims to name learning needs and goals.
For some students, there was an essential dimension of experimentation or seeking experience:
"l am not sure what | want to learn. I am here mostly for the experience."”

"I find them interesting, and | like the concept. | would love to learn about technology

in education and also something about data management."

"l want to try a new form of studying. I have always studied in a concrete course at my
university, led by a concrete person. This form of studying will be new and challenging

because | must organise my time well."

So for some students, it is not the content of the individual courses that is important but the
search for experience with the form. What matters for some is that MOOCs can complement
what is missing in the university curriculum of their home university or expand their knowledge

portfolio to include subjects they need for job validation:
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"I want to learn new skills that are not taught in my degree but are still relevant to me.
| want to learn more about new technology and coding for my curiosity because | aspire

to work in a library where these tools become increasingly used.

"I would like to use this opportunity to study data engineering in the Azure platforms,

which will help me later."

The student’s reflection after the end of the semester was interesting when they spiked about
their motivations for further MOOC study, already outside the university course. Essentially all

of them stated that they wanted to continue their studies:

"What | like about MOOC:s is the ability to focus just on one topic, which I often do not
see in formal education where | had to pick a study program and go through some

classes that do not meet my interests."

"As it is organised to the multiple weeks, it is beneficial to plan your studying and not

be overwhelmed with lots of information."

"I can decide when and how much | want to learn each week. Also, they are online, so

| do not have to go to the university."

"They offer a great opportunity for learning topics I will not be able to learn on my own
(or at school or university). Also, they allow me to study at my own pace in my free time,
so there is no need to worry about being somewhere on time. It works well in my

schedule (university/part-time work)."

The critical point is that students rate the MOOC format as beneficial for themselves based on
reflection on their studies. This suggests that if a university can create the conditions for and
support students' own MOOC learning, MOOCs can become part of the university curriculum
and the individual student's learning environment. My curiosity and willingness to experiment

turned into a positive acceptance of this kind of educational form based on experience.

3.2. How do their feelings change during their studies?

While the first question was primarily qualitative, the second looked at a quantitative
comparison of the changes in feelings experienced by the students. Students voted on a five-
point scale (I feel it strongly - | do not feel it) for five emotions that the literature describes as

significant for MOOC:s - anticipation, concern, stress, satisfaction and certainty. The students
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conducted self-assessments, so analysing the individual bars in the graph is not easy as these
are subjective statements. However, observing the trends that emerge in the data is essential.

What emotions do you associate with MOOCs:

I | feel it strongly M | feel it Neutral feeling Il Rather, | don't feel it [l | don't feel it
10
Anticipation Concern Stress Satisfaction Certainty

Figure 2: Pre-study data (n=18).

What emotions do you associate with MOOCs:

8

I | feel it strongly M | feel it Neutral feeling Il Rather, | don't feel it [l | don't feel it
6
4
2
0
Anticipation Concern Stress Satisfaction Certainty

Figure 3: Post-course data (n=14).

The partial expectation shift shows that students have gained some experiences during the
course that transform what they expect. In the context of the first research question, it can be

said that they know what they can look forward to or expect after the course.

It can be considered a crucial shift in the parts of concern and stress. The course has quite
fundamentally helped students to reduce fears and stress and create a sense of confidence (last
column). Thus, one of the fundamental benefits that can be gained from implementing MOOCs
in a university setting is the transfer of experience and the creation of a certain sense of inner

security and self-confidence. The psychological aspect is essential, and the course supported it.
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At the same time, it can also see the reinforcement of a sense of satisfaction. Only one student
did not feel satisfied after the course. The data suggest that the study was relatively easy for the
students and that they had to exceed their limits or capabilities, but it created a safe experiential
space for them. The interviews also suggest that it is beneficial in terms of educational effect if
an introductory university methods-oriented course is less demanding in terms of content and
creates a space for students to gain good educational habits rather than stressing students with
demands that may lead to partial failures. It should be remembered that, despite the three
meetings within the semester and the journal writing each week, this is an online course in

which motivation and social connections are lower than in a presessional course.

3.3. What type of support do they need during the MOOC?

As mentioned above, with some university support, students can gain experience with MOOCs
and be successful in their studies. However, what kind of support is involved? Four factors
emerged as necessary in our research. In Figure 4 and Figure 5, students chose between the first
four options and could write in the others.

The ability to work with time seems crucial from the students' answers (and this topic was also
the most frequently mentioned in the meetings). Online learning can be challenging because it
can be procrastinated, has no fixed schedule and requires a high degree of self-regulation that
students need to improve, or at least declare. Related to this is the relatively high influence of
extrinsic motivation (in the case of our course, credits). In general, students perceive that

working with time and motivation, which is extrinsic, is essential for completing the course.

The influence of the tutor is also relatively stable and highly rated. The idea that some materials
on how to study would help students develop their study competencies is proving somewhat
false. Their gradual decline between the pre-and post-course situation is evident, which can be
attributed to both the increasing experience of the students and the lesser effectiveness of such

learning resources.
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What would you need in order to feel that you will study well in MOOC courses?
18 odpovedi

Support from a tutor

External motivation (credits,

o,
money, pressure from work,...) 12 (66,7 %)

Educational materials on how to

[+
study (how to work better with... 8 (50 %)

The ability to manage your time

0,
well 14 (77,8 %)

Motivation (between internal and
external) & chat

1(5,6 %)

Figure 4: Expected support needs during the MOOC - before starting (n=18).

What would you need in order to feel that you will study well in MOOC courses?
14 odpovedi

Support from a tutor 6 (42,9 %)

External motivation (credits,
money, pressure from work,...)
Educational materials on how to
study (how to work better with...
The ability to manage your time
well

10 (71,4 %)

4 (28,6 %)

11 (78,6 %)
It was perfect !!! 1(7,1 %)
Interesting topic

1(7.1 %)

0,0 2,5 5,0 7.5 10,0 12,5

Figure 5: Expected support needs during the MOOC - at the end (n=14).
Students' comments before the beginning of the course will be directed to extrinsic motivation:

"1 would love a certificate | can use in my job application; for example, | also need to

work on my time management because | am the queen of procrastination.”
Similarly, before the course began, students commented on their time management skills:

"Now, at the beginning of the semester, | need to set up time management and study

routines. The hardest task for me is to combine work and study appropriately."
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"I need deadlines, so | do not procrastinate too much + my motivation is work-related.

| want to perform well."”
"Better time organisation."
After the course, they then highlight the following about their support needs:

"As a learner, external motivation has always greatly supported my learning
(recognition at work, among friends, and family). Also, since the learner needs to be
self-directed in MOQOC:s, I find it important to have good time management skills (know

how to manage my time)."
"Better time-management.”

"Maybe | will reach a point in my life where I can go through a MOOC without any

external motivation - purely out of curiosity and enjoyment."

The last exciting example is that students perceive extrinsic motivation as something terrible
that needs to be eliminated. Education is supposed to be for fun or to satiate an internal sense
of duty or desire. This cultural narrative only benefits a few students and, on the contrary,
burdens them in their studies. Interestingly - in contrast to the beginning of the course - there is

a clear emphasis on the work of the tutor:

"Creating a specific setting to learn my classes can help. For instance, going to the
library to learn instead of staying at home help me focus. Learning with others and a

tutor who can give feedback also help with long-term motivation."

"The feedback from the tutor was great! She helped to motivate me. | wanted the tutor
to refrain from writing me comments on the submission. As | said at the online meeting,
the organisational chart with our progress was also great. Credits for completing a

course are a nice bonus."

From our data, it seems that learning MOOC:s is stressful for students, as expressed by one of

the students when talking about the different forms compared to regular study:

"For me, MOOC needs to have interesting topics, and it has to keep being interesting
throughout the course. I do not see joining a MOOC as a hard commitment, so | would

not have any issue dropping out if it felt like I was not getting anything new."

An emphasis on completion, good time management, regulation or care from the tutor, and the

notion that they should learn just for themselves. On the other hand, they acknowledge that
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MOOC:s are not an everyday learning experience and that they are different. This may be why
a well-managed university-level learning experience can be so essential for further learning
activities that MOOCs can become a regular part of the learning environment of individual

students.

4, Discussion

White (2015) talks about the MOOC phenomenon as a problem for universities that may
represent a competitor changing the educational landscape. Pelletier et al. (2022), in their
Educase report, highlight that universities need to look for ways to transform their curricula to
make them accessible to what was previously described as 'non-traditional’ students. The
authors point out that ‘traditional’ students are disappearing, and the whole university
environment is becoming non-traditional. Therefore, looking for ways to dynamise it and add
beneficial and meaningful formats to students is necessary. The data analysed shows that

MOOC:s can fulfil this role in higher education.

Regarding students' motivation or needs during the learning process, one can agree with Snyder
(2012) that students find the possibility of atomic choice of educational content attractive.
Milheim (2013) sees this phenomenon as a threat to the integrity of learning and scholarship.
However, if MOOCs are part of university education, this is not a problem but a challenge.
Many issues remain big, such as the need to monitor the quality of the courses or the protection
of personal data (Milheim, 2013).

Cole and Timmerman (2015) articulate some concerns students may have during their studies
- concerns about technology, communication, and the learning process. Our research also shows
that fears are a big issue for learners and form a barrier to effective learning in MOOCs. From
our results, the presence of a university course within which the learning occurs, or the support
of societies or other tools, can help students overcome these fears. Zhou (2016) puts the
concerns in the context of specific isolation or autonomy, a topic also addressed by our learning
activity's design. Autonomy is not something that students automatically have in their studies,
but it needs to be gradually developed in a safe environment.

For our study, the most challenging issue to deal with was time management (Inganah et al.,
2023), which turns out to be a much broader and more global problem of the entire educational
process in tertiary education with many implications for learning outcomes (Gulua & Kharadze,
2022; Khiat, 2022). Gant et al. (2022) consider time management and the support of educational

institutions in its development as a prerequisite for successful MOOCs, which our data support.
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Wei (2022) also arrives at similar results for younger students. Doo et al. (2023) point out that
surprisingly few studies link self-directed learning or self-directed learning and MOOCs, but
that the link between time management and success in studying MOOCs exists and is relatively
strong. However, it needs to be considered with other dominant factors, such as metacognitive

or social factors.

5. Conclusion

Our study offered a research-by-design approach view (Roggema, 2016; Pasqui, 2022). The
motivations for why students should be able to study MOOCs as part of the curriculum are
apparent - they are a way to improve the quality of the actual teaching at regional universities,
they support the intercultural and internationalisation component of education, they are an
educational phenomenon related to lifelong learning, and they are a cultural and social issue.

This conviction corresponds to part of the requirements of the students themselves.

Supporting students through university education emerges as crucial in our research. University
support is necessary for students' study safety, learning strategies, and especially extrinsic
motivation. Studying a course is valuable for students to gain specific knowledge and skills,
especially in developing learning skills and experience in this kind of education. In our research,
promoting the ability to manage and organise time appears to be crucial, which seems to be a
global phenomenon; on the contrary, the expected barrier in the form of language competence
is described in the literature (Brali¢ & Divjak, 2026; Tahirsylaj et al., 2018) rarely appeared in
the students' statements and realistically constituted a problem for one student of the whole

course.

Therefore, the creation of similar courses forming a "wrapper"” or "environment” for MOOC
learning in a university environment can be recommended. It can be expected to enable students
to achieve good results in MOOC learning. However, this statement does not mean that there
are not several other issues that should be researched. It is essential to critically reflect on the
benefits of MOOQOCs as forms of virtual mobility and, in particular, to analyse how to deal with
the time management phenomenon discussed above in learning skills. At the same time, it
should be kept in mind that our research was small-scale research and that to make generalisable
judgments, more extensive quantitative research would need to be carried out, taking away from

the specificities of one class in one particular year of study.
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